When people die totally and utterly alone, they have no one who says "She will never never go out of my mind" and "Until I die she will not leave my side." The old woman in the Rwandan refugee camp did not, it seems, die totally and utterly alone. She couldn't know it, but she has her Belgian aid worker and her Lt. General. Both, it seems, are saying: "She will never never go out of my mind" and "Until I die she will not leave my side." Humanity is where this can happen.
Humanity: Two Women and a Promise
Claire was only 15 years old when she was struck down with tuberculosis of the bones, and there were about 15 people at her funeral when she died recently at age 85. At age 18, Claire had to be immobilized in an iron lung type of device to protect her bones. She had to live this way for 10 years. After this she could no longer move about on her own and her mother cared for her until Claire was 38 years old. Her mother died at this time and Claire then had to spend the rest of her time in hospital, where she died in November of this year, 2003.
During these years Claire found a very dear and faithful friend, her Mary. Despite her multiple activities with high-level groups in Canada and Quebec, Mary visited Claire regularly right up to the time Claire died. Claire confided in Mary her fear: "When I die there's going to be no one at my funeral."
That fear led to a promise. Claire had written a one-page text titled "My Place in the Sun" (Ma place au soleil), a text succinctly describing her philosophy of life, the philosophy that guided and motivated her throughout her many years of pain and immobility. Claire asked Mary to read out that text at her funeral. Mary promised she would and she read that text to the small gathering of people at Claire's funeral.
Claire feared she would die alone and that there would be no one at her funeral. Two women and a promise show that humanity is Until I die he will not leave my side (4) I n his book from which I have taken the opening quotation above, Lieutenant General Romeo Dallaire (Canadian Forces) has written about the failure of humanity in Rwanda in 1994, the year of a genocide in which over 800,000 Rwandans were killed, and many others were maimed or forced to flee home and country. The quotation is from a passage in which the Lt. General describes a camp where, prior to the genocide, 60,000 or so refugees from the Rwandan civil war huddled listlessly in a hellish mess of a place that gave off the stench of feces, urine, vomit, and death.
Humanity: Where two Women and an Officer Meet
Two women in that camp captured the Lt. General's attention. One was a Belgian Red Cross worker. She demonstrated calm compassion in her care of all the desperate people around her. Indeed, "She could see through the dirt and despair to their humanity" (2). The second was an old woman, lying alone, waiting to die. "Pain and despair etched every line of her face as she lay amid the ruins of her shelter, which had already been stripped of its tarp and picked clean of its possessions. In the grim reality of the camp, she had been given up for dead and her meagre belongings redistributed among her healthier neighbors" (3). This is the woman, not expected to last that night, who brought tears to the Lt. General's eyes.
When I contemplate the image of this army officer, a man of uncommon compassion, looking down at an abandoned and dying old woman, I think of the lines of where you can find someone to be your voice when you can no longer speak and when you are gone. Mary became Claire's voice and Claire's message will now pass from Mary to me and through these pages to many other people in the world and through them to how many others I cannot possibly count. Claire's message? "Love makes roses of joy spring into bloom around trees studded with the thorns of unimaginable suffering."
Humanity: A Starving Little Girl, a Journalist, and a Picture Sometimes the sight of a human being dying all alone and in abject misery can be so terrible and so deeply emptying that it can drive an observer to self-destruction. So it was with the journalist's Pulitzer-prize winning photograph of a starving little girl in the village of Ayod in Sudan, nearly 10 years ago.
This little girl was only about three or four years old, struggling alone on her hands and knees, famished, trying to make it to the food station in the distance. She was just too weak to make more than one tiny little halting movement at a time. She fell again and again, bent over, her little face in the dust. A few meters behind her a vulture sat in the same position as the little girl; a vulture sat and waited for this little girl to die.
The little girl of Ayod never made it to the food station. She did die, utterly alone, except for the accompanying vulture and the journalist photographer. In some parts of the world, only hours away from us by flight, vultures rather than human beings accompany dying children and wait for those without food, medicines, and human presence to die.
The journalist's photograph made it around the world but Kevin, the journalist, killed himself shortly after he captured the image of the starving and dying little girl in Ayod. The little girl and the journalist bound together in death and in the dust of places emptied of all humanity. The volume of grief and its wailing rises and fills the spaces of our world where humanity is absent and cannot be found. The little girl of Ayod dying alone in the dust with no one to love and comfort her broke a young man's heart, crushed his spirit, and drove him to despair and self-destruction. That's what dying alone can do.
